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Editor’s Note

Issues Facing Family Courts: Strategies that

he Judicial Council of California is pleased to present
Volume 4 of the Journal of the Center for Families,
Children ¢ the Courts. The Judicial Council and the

California courts are dedicated to improving the quality of justice and service to the people
of California through informed efforts to promote equal access to the courts and equal
ability to participate in court proceedings. These efforts have particular application to the
family court, where many litigants represent themselves in matters in which their families’
futures are at stake. The family courts,

working together with court-connected

expand access to justice and fair outcomes in judicial professionals and the communities they

proceedings for California’s children and families

serve, have been developing innovative,
practical methods to increase access to
the family courts for self-represented litigants, adapt to today’s changing family structure,
and respond to the increasing awareness of the effects of substance abuse and domestic
violence on families. Priorities include expanding the use of Court Appointed Special
Advocates (CASAs) in family court, improving coordination of proceedings involving children
and families, and coordinating social service provision with judicial proceedings.

To cover a broad spectrum of issues, the journal has gathered articles by judicial officers,
attorneys, court personnel, mental health professionals, and academic researchers. The arti-
cles provide substantive background information and suggest strategies that expand access
to justice and fair outcomes in judicial proceedings for California’s children and families.
Leading off, Mary Anderlik discusses the trend toward using DNA testing to disprove pater-
nity and its consequences of disrupting parent-child relationships and triggering demands
for relief from financial responsibility. After canvassing legal responses to this trend,
Anderlik reviews important issues yet to be resolved. Megan Kirshbaum, Daniel Taube, and
Rosalinda Baer describe the statutory, judicial, and professional barriers to family court
access confronting parents with disabilities and recommend reforms to lower these barriers.
Lyn Greenberg, Jonathan Gould, Judge Robert Schnider, Dianna Gould-Saltman, and
David Martindale explore the proper role of mental health professionals providing treatment



to children and families involved in custody and visitation cases. Pointing out the pitfalls of
inappropriate mental health practice, the authors provide a framework for judicial officers
to use to order and assess appropriate treatment. Next, Kathryn Page describes fetal alcohol
spectrum disorders and the severe damage they cause in the lives of their victims. She
documents the child welfare system’s response to these disorders and proposes approaches for
addressing their effects. Inger Sagatun-Edwards, Judge Eugene Hyman, Tracy Lafontaine,
and Erin Nelson-Serrano describe and evaluate an innovative court-based program designed
to address juvenile domestic and family violence, concluding that the program is effective
in reducing repeat offending. Steve Baron winds up the focus section with a look at the
scope of the family court’s intervention into families’ lives. He argues that, though the family
court was not designed to solve a family’s problems, changing statutory requirements and
social realities require the court to intervene more actively in the lives of at-risk families.

The second section of the journal is a forum for addressing important and timely issues
relevant to children and families in the court system that fall outside the focus topic’s scope.
Here, Robert Victor Wolf of New YorK’s Center for Court Innovation presents an overview of
the Manhattan Family Treatment Courts use of family group conferencing to speed perma-
nency planning and parental sobriety. Psychologist Mary Duryee then reflects on controversies
among professionals over Dr. Judith Wallerstein’s work on the effects of divorce on children.

The Perspectives section dissects two family dissolutions and illustrates the difficult issues
that arise in cases with high conflict. Russell Fuller describes his painful experience fighting to
maintain his relationship with his children after the dissolution of his marriage, and Pamela
Besser Theroux details the 10 years she spent in family court over custody and visitation issues.

The journal’s goal is to disseminate information and encourage scholarly discussion of
issues concerning children and families in the California court system. Although focusing
on issues of national importance, the journal encourages a dialogue for
improving judicial policy in California. We hope that the journal continues
to fulfill its mission as a useful information and research tool and provider
of thought-provoking perspectives. We welcome comments and suggestions

for improvement.

—Corby Sturges
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